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I always seem to "do" rivers, and to this day, I've known quite a few. For my eleventh birthday the best present was 
a life changing 10 day rowing adventure in a tiny boat with two relatives. At that time we had no idea, no gear; 
nothing but willingness and enthusiasm. 


Then there was that book, "L'enfant et la riviere" (the child and the river) by Henry Bosco, where two young boys 
live an adventure in similar circumstances. Not a crazy, adrenaline pumping adventure, more of gentle rowing, 
fishing, relaxing days breathing the peace that flows with the water. 


And I have continued doing this all my life, in Europe, South America, New Zealand and now, Asia: I search for 
forgotten corners, where nature still rules and life flows to the gentle sound of water. Rivers are a great medium for 
discovery, as they offer transport, protection, entertainment, and with a bit of skill, generous amounts of food. 



Bamboo Local bamboo: even locals look out for the smaller stems! 


This last trip to Laos was like a spoilt child. I didn't count on the effort, expenses and time it would take to prepare 
the trip, thus it was quite different than my normal intuitive and improvised approach. And as with any spoilt child, I 
got bitten back... 


Eight months of planning... accounting for every problem I've encountered during past trips, and searching for the 
best solution available. I sourced the best repellent, the best boots, the best long blade, the best of everything I 
could find or get. Endless hours searching for information, comparing, testing products, and asking nonsense 
questions all around the world. Finally what I couldn't buy to my liking was made in my garage, from knifes to a 
hammock or a waterproof backpack... Non ending lists, non ending agendas filled up with tasks to accomplish in 
time. Monothematic weeks, where people where getting fed up with my obsessions... 


As I found later, this constant search for perfection and optimisation, coupled with the external pressure exerted by 
worried relatives, was going to have perverse effects... the trip was becoming planned to the extreme, and slowly 
my ideas where taking over the reality of the situation I would encounter once on the river. For instance, since I 
was using a hammock during my weekends in NZ, I naturally assumed this would be part of my equipment, and 
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never really gave a thought to the fact that things are not that easy. Blinded by the design process, I forgot that 
there are plenty of good reasons to use a tarp, and that against what you could think, rivers in tropical jungle give 
little opportunities to hang such a device in between two trees. 



Local minority ladie She was checking on her chickens, neatly pack on bamboo baskets loaded in to the bus 
corridor... 

On the good side, I learned a great deal, and it was an excellent catalyst to develop some interesting ideas. For 
instance the waterproof backpack was a near total success. 

Still, the self imposed limit was 20kg plus a small hand bag,, and the scales at the check in counter tipped at 19kg. 
So all that planing was not for nothing: I had in those 19kg (plus a 1.5kg hand bag) all the gear and most supplies 
needed to spend nearly 3 weeks on a river. After the trip I know I could drop that by at least another 1.5kg. 


In a simple description, I had: 

• The boat; two cataraft tubes build by Incept in NZ, plus air pump and repair kit (10.5kg) 

• A home made waterproof backpack (1 kg) 

• A Survival golok from Valiant in a custom PVC sheath. (700gr) 

• Two home made knifes: a small one around the neck, and a longer blade for camp chores. 

• Hammock, Tarp and a multipurpose extra bit of fabric (700gm) 

• Compact Fishing kit. 

• Extensive First aid kid. 

• Sawyer slow release repellents. 

• A GPS garmin 60, a waterproof pocket with maps of the area, compass and diary. 

• Haix desert boots. 

• 2 pants, 2 long sleeve shirts, a polypropylene top, 2 pair of socks, 2 underwear, a hat and sailing gloves. 

• 1,8kg of home mix nuts in small sealed bags. 

• 500 ml of olive oil, salt, tea and a couple of miso soup sachets. 

• A digital camera, Canon powershot 3is and 2x2gig cards of memory. 

• A pouch with soap, tooth brush, tooth paste, a speedo towel and a piece of Alum crystal (deodorant) 
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• An assortment of other bits like extra batteries, some rope, fire kit, small head torch etc, etc... 


In the last village I purchased 4 kg of rice. 


I will review most of that gear, and update the links as I publish them. If you need a more exact description you can 
easily contact me on the Forums. 

• The most valued possessions during the trip, where the boat, the golok, the neck knife, the back pack and the 
boots. 

• Gear I could have left behind: the hammock, Nalgene bottle, the extra knife, some of the fishing gear and a lot 
of the small stuff that build up like a pest during the days prior to the flight. 

• Could have been improved: the air pump, the fishing kit and the nut mix. 

• Things I Missed a lot: my ultra compact fishing rod. The Laos/English dictionary 

• Hated: A neck rig with a small knife, whistle, ferro rod and mini lamp. The bolster pocket I use to keep my 
passport and money. 


No need to mention the flights all the way to Luang Prabang, or even the first clumsy hours... because it all started 
in busses, endless, horrible, buses. Hardly averaging 100km at day, it took 3 full days to reach the starting point for 
this trip somewhere near the Northern border with China. We experienced nearly every mechanical failure you could 
imagine, from flat tyres to an uncooperative fuel pump or, worse, a broken gear box, and even a pretty bad accident 
that left a local with a grazed scalp, and a second with an open, broken jaw: I was pretty happy to have gone wild 
with the first aid kit. Some buses where old and too fast for our nerves, others displayed a more recent shine, but 
cautiously slow, so we could fully appreciate the deafening music. This last point proved painful, as the whole 
country seemed to play only two unique and irritatingly omnipresent CD's. This topping the usual and generous 
local flavour, filling every available space with an endless catalogue of interesting characters, unidentified wild 
fauna and other picturesque objects that only Gerald Durrel could describe with out boring the reader. 



Bus Loading Loading the bus and the last foreigner I will see for the next 16 days... 

It sounds pretty dark, but soon smiles reach your uncomfortable corner, fresh tamarinds are generously shared, two 
words of french breach the first silences, and you slowly warm up to the local dialect. Contrasting experiences 
balancing precariously, and the ride becomes one of those overwhelming exotic dishes defined by contradictions. 
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Courious girls A bus stop and local curiosity providing infinite possibilities for photographs... 

Outside the windows you can read the difficult story of those peoples life's. Bamboo villages close enough to the 
roads to peek inside the houses, and gather frozen moments of shy intimacy. You see the stump ridden fields 
stolen from the forest, you see children and the tiny fish they carry to their homes. Laughing women sharing their 
constant activities, tired men lost inside their minds. And everyday, as the bus leaves you behind, you somehow 
need to fit inside this alien universe until the next drive. 
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Rampant deforestation Slowly, local communities nibble away the reaming forest... 

Yes, no need to make things complicated to experience the spiced breath of adventure... 



Crash We hit a 4wd full face... not prety in the car and 8 hours until we got the bus going: slowly but going! No 
hopes for any sort of rescue on those areas! 
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Old Men Incredible encounter with this crazy men... he danced to my presents and his happiness enlightened a 
difficult day. 

February is right in the dry season, and it was chosen to minimise the river levels.. What I didn't expect is to find that 
it was the season of fast, the season where fresh food is scarce, and other general supplies limited by the slow 
down of an economy of subsistence. Worse! Outside the few transited areas, and specially after hours, most 
villages have no defined restaurants, and for your sustain you depend entirely on some garage shops selling 
cookies and other Chinese snacks, or the good will of private homes willing to prepare something. And even then 
is mostly sticky rice, sometimes with fried eggs and when lucky a roasted undergrown chicken. 


Dry Season The fields are dry and people can not do otherwise but to wait for the rain 
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DryLand Everything seem to pause awaiting for the rains. 


This was the situation in the village chosen to start my trip, where I spent two days exploring the river banks, 
searching for a discrete launching spot where I could build the structure and oars for the raft. Suitable bamboo 
would be smaller than my arm, and this was to become a problem as most stems where thigh sized. Rice wasn't 
easy to find either. Caw means rice in Laos, but with out phase book how to explain I needed uncooked rice, and 
even then most families process almost daily small amounts of unhusked grains: totally inappropriate for a rafting 
trip. 



Drying the rice rice Rice is dried outside, on any flat surface like here on the deserted 


loca 


market. 
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Husking stiky rice Everyday, local ladies would husk the sticky rice for the next meals. 



Where dreams become true Launching point... fish traps, low water and more people than expected. 

The area was hardly ideal, fish traps blocked the river, roads on both sides and a worrisome military presence due 
to the border being so near. This last point was of a great concern as you are not allowed to take pictures of official 
structures including bridges. So try to imagine the difficulty of explaining I wanted to set out alone for a 300km ride, 
under bridges and more importantly through a reserve closed to foreigners. But I had secured 4kg of sticky rice and 
it was time to start a new chapter in this adventure. 
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